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Cover photo courtesy of the Library of Virginia.
On July 21, 2008, Governor Timothy M. Kaine officially unveiled the Virginia Civil Rights Memorial
on the grounds of the Virginia State Capitol at an event attended by more than 4,000 people. The
sculpture by artist Stanley Bleifeld portrays Barbara Johns, other students, community members, and
the lawyers who championed their case. The memorial is located near the entrance to the Executive
Mansion in Capitol Square.
—Virginia Capitol Tour materials
In December 2020, Gov. Ralph Northam announced the Commission on Historical Statues in the United
States had voted to have a statue of Johns represent Virginia in the U.S. Capitol. She will replace
Confederate General Robert E. Lee, whose statue was removed on December 21, 2020.
—Virginia Public Media

Joyce Atkins
Jo Smith
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Rebecca Kelly
Barbara Spring
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James Ghee, Esq.
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“We thank Barbara every day
for leaving us with that legacy.”
		
—Joan (Johns) Cobbs

2

Preface

The stories in this volume were produced from February 2020
through April 2021, when the United States confronted the twin
disruptions of the Covid-19 pandemic and an economic recession
while grappling with widespread movements for racial justice.
This magazine was a collaborative effort on the part of Longwood
University students and faculty, Moton Museum staff, and members
of the Prince Edward County community.
The pandemic profoundly disrupted the rhythms and rituals of our
lives. Citizens were ordered to stay home and only make necessary
trips outside the home. People over 65 were particularly at risk;
grandparents could not visit their children and grandchildren. K-12
schools were closed. Church services were canceled. Weddings
and funerals were postponed. We were physically cut off from one
another, even though being online — through FaceTime, Facebook,
or Zoom — helped us to keep in touch. Most of us spent more time
at home — a lot more time.
The individuals in this magazine know something about disruption.
Many of them experienced the school closings here in Prince Edward
County from 1959 — 1964. Some students relied on their parents
to teach them what they could at home or they attended makeshift
schools in the county. Other students endured separation from their
friends and family while they attended schools outside the county.
These individuals know about fighting for racial justice. Those
who attended Moton High School in 1951 participated in a strike
to protest the overcrowded and inadequate facilities they faced.
Their strike initiated a court case, Davis v. Prince Edward County,
which was decided as part of the landmark 1954 U.S. Supreme
Court decision Brown vs. Board of Education declaring segregation
in public education unconstitutional. April 23, 2021, marks the 70th
anniversary of that strike.
All of these individuals call Prince Edward County home. During
the school closings era, when many of them were separated from
their families and friends, they yearned to return. As adults, some
pursued careers elsewhere but maintained a homeplace here.
Many returned upon their retirement to live in the county. Deep
connections to the land, family, and community brought them back.
Their stories remind us how those deep connections — how
home — can sustain us during even the most challenging times.
— April, 2021
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Ms. Flossie Hudson
1925 — 2020

This volume of stories is dedicated to a wonderful woman who
passed away before we could capture her story in first person.
Ms. Flossie Marie (Scott) Hudson was a mighty woman of God
who was known as a wife, a mother, a friend and mentor to the
community. On January 8, 2020, she passed away at the age of 95.
Ms. Flossie graduated from R.R. Moton High School as an
honor student and the valedictorian at 19 years old in 1943. After
graduating, her desire was to become a nurse, but she was unable
to fulfill this ambition. This led her to cosmetology school and to
be a beautician.
At a young age, Ms. Flossie accepted Jesus Christ as her Lord
and Savior and became a member of Sulphur Spring Baptist
Church. During her 85 1/2 years as a member, she served on many
committees: Junior Choir, Junior Missionary, Ladies Club, Church
Treasurer, and Senior Choir are just a few.
During the time of the school closings in 1959, she took it upon
herself to open her basement as a grassroots school for children,
with the help of two assistants, operating the site for four years
until the Prince Edward County Free Schools opened. This is truly
what you call having an impact on your community.
This impact continued throughout her life as she engaged in
the African Action Program, the local NAACP chapter, the Voters
League, the Demonstration club, as a 4-H leader and MUCH more.
Ms. Flossie was a community role model and leader for many
who knew her and remains a role model for any American who
reads about her.
—Maya Young, 2020
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In Brown II, the Supreme Court
orders desegregation to occur “with
all deliberate speed” and sends the
Davis case back to the Federal District
Court that will oversee the process of
desegregation. From now until 1959,
the state of Virginia launches a
campaign of Massive Resistance
against the Brown decision.

Students walk out at Robert Russa
Moton High School in Farmville,
Va. Davis v. Prince Edward is filed,
demanding the county improve
segregated school facilities and
challenging the constitutionality
of segregation.

1951

8

1955

1954
The United States Supreme Court
rules in Brown v. Board of Education,
which included the Davis case, that
segregation in education
is unconstitutional.
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1959

January: State and federal
courts declare Virginia’s Massive
Resistance laws unconstitutional.
May: U.S. Court of Appeals for
the Fourth Circuit orders Prince
Edward County to desegregate
schools by September 1, 1959.
The fight to desegregate the
schools will remain in the courts
for the next five years.
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Training centers and grassroots
schools open. The American Friends
Service Committee, a civil rights
group, comes to Prince Edward
County to assist with efforts to
educate students and to mediate the
school closings crisis.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visits
Farmville and meets with children
shut out of school.

May: U.S. Attorney General Robert
F. Kennedy visits Prince Edward Free
Schools. In Griffin v. Prince Edward,
the U.S. Supreme Court rules the
closed public schools violated school
children’s rights and orders them
reopened. September: An estimated
1,500 students return to Prince
Edward County public schools.

1960

1962

1964

June: Prince Edward County
Board of Supervisors votes to
defund public schools,
effectively closing them. An
estimated 3,300 students are
affected. September: Public
schools do not open, while
Prince Edward Academy
opens on a makeshift basis in
15 buildings in Farmville.

1961
The newly constructed Prince
Edward Academy Upper School
building opens.

1963
July: Students and citizens sit in and
demonstrate to protest segregation in
downtown Farmville. August: Prince
Edward citizens March on Washington.
September: The federally-sponsored,
privately-funded Prince Edward Free
Schools open to all county children on
an integrated basis.
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The First

Text by Janae Ross & Makenna Ouelette
Photos by Sam Chase
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In June 2004, an honorary diploma ceremony was held
at Prince Edward County High School for students who
were denied an education during the school closings.
Roughly 200 students received an honorary diploma that
day. Joyce Nash Atkins was the first person to walk across
that stage. Her late husband, daughter and grandson were
in the crowd cheering.
Joyce was six years old in 1959; she never started school
before the closings took place. For the next five years,
Joyce spent time going to church with her grandmother,
Mrs. Mattie Haskins Nash. Her grandmother, who only
received a fifth-grade education, taught her the colors,
how to count to one hundred, how to spell her name and,
most importantly, how to read.

“ When I first went in the
classroom, I got a little tearyeyed because it was my first
time in a classroom.”
Joyce’s grandmother also taught her the importance of
having a close relationship with God. Along with spending
quality time with her grandmother and going to church,
Joyce attended a training center at High Rock School
in Rice, Va., where teachers from different states came
to help provide an education for the students who were
missing out.
Joyce believes that God helped her and many others
through the school closings era. And yet, she would not
have changed anything about what happened because she
says that God puts everyone through certain situations
to help them grow and realize that we are all on God’s
schedule. “I thank God for everything we’ve been through.”
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Once the schools re-opened in 1964, Joyce was able
to start a formal education. Based on her performance
in testing during the first days of school, Joyce qualified
to be placed in third grade. She had finished first and
second grade at her grandmother’s table.
However, since there was not one specific school that
offered every grade level, she attended four different
schools from the third to seventh grade. She started
at Worsham Elementary School in Hampden Sydney,
Va., for the third and fourth grade. She then traveled
to Rice Elementary in Rice, Va., for the fifth grade.
For sixth grade, Joyce attended Mary Branch II now
known as R.R. Moton Museum, in Farmville, Va., and
then attended R.R. Moton H.S., now known as Prince
Edward County High School in Farmville, Va., for
seventh grade.
Bouncing around from school to school was tough,
but Joyce was grateful for the opportunity to finally
receive an education. “I felt like I belonged there, but
it had been five years … the schools were closed. So,
when I first went into the classroom, I got a little tearyeyed because it was my first time in a classroom.”
Joyce described the atmosphere of the schools after
they reopened in one word: “Joy.” She and the students
felt pure joy to be in school and were eager to learn.

Daughter Sherré and Joyce Atkins, 2020.
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Joyce said that not only was she eager to go to school
to learn, but she was also excited to ride the school
bus for the first time in her life.
While the school’s re-opening was an exciting time,
Joyce struggled a little bit because of the age difference
with her classmates. Joyce was 11 years old in the
third grade. While the teachers treated her and the older
students with the same respect that they treated the
younger students, Joyce’s classmates did not follow
suit. Due to the age gap, she was often bullied by her
classmates for being “too old.”
Joyce tried not to let the bullying bother her too much,
but by the time she got to the seventh grade, she had
had enough of the mistreatment. She left school at
the age of 15.

“Love is what we all need.”

As a mother, Joyce took the lessons she learned
from her grandmother and instilled them in her
children. “I didn’t want them to go through all the
trials and tribulations. I wanted them to have it easy,
but sometimes in life, you have to go through things
in order to learn what you need to do about it,” said
Joyce. Her daughter Sherré explains her mother was
open to varied styles of learning because of the creative

Left: Mrs. Mattie Haskins Nash, 1960s.

Right: Joyce Atkins at honorary diploma ceremony, Prince Edward County H.S. auditorium, 2004.

ways Joyce had to learn. She wanted her children to
find their way of learning.

have wanted to pursue a career as a teacher’s assistant
because of her love of and joy in children.

The honorary graduation ceremony was an emotional
experience for Joyce. Not only did she finally get the
opportunity to wear a cap and gown, but she also
shared that experience with her daughter Sherré,
who graduated from Prince Edward High School that
same year.

Joyce recently retired from the Piedmont Geriatric
Hospital in Burkeville, Va., where she worked as a
housekeeper for twenty years. She has never lost her
love for learning and plans to get her GED and write
a memoir about her life and that of her late husband.

After receiving her honorary diploma, Joyce started
to wonder how her life could have been different if she
had received a real diploma. She wondered what other
career options she would have had. Joyce expressed
that if she had not dropped out of school, she would

“Sometimes in life, you have
to go through things in order
to learn what you need to do
about it.”

She has never lost her relationship with God and is an
active member of Mt. Gilead Full Gospel International
Ministries. In her spare time on Wednesdays and
Fridays, she volunteers at the Moton Museum, located
in Farmville, Va., where her daughter Sherré works as
the guest services coordinator.
From sitting at a kitchen table with her grandmother
learning to read, write and count at the age of 6 because
schools were closed, to dropping out of school at the
age of 15 because of bullying, to currently writing a
memoir and working towards a GED at the age of
67, what Joyce wants people to take away from her
story is this: “Love is what we all need.”
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One of the Wolverines
Text by Grace Walton & Amber Thomas
Photos by Tabitha Buchanan
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My high school is gone, but my memories are still
here,” says Ms. Jo (Dearing) Smith as she glances
back at her Farmville High School yearbook. One of
Smith’s favorite parts of her high school was the serene,
grassy courtyard at the center of the school building.
“The entire school was connected by a courtyard, so
there was a lot of natural light in all the classrooms.”
She loved their great school spirit. Whether it was
cheering at Friday football games or going to class
with her friends, Jo and her peers’ school spirit was
always high.
“We were the Wolverines of Farmville High School.”

With public schools closed,
student teachers would
drive to the neighboring
Appomattox County.
Jo Dearing, Faculty, 1961 Prince Edward Academy Yearbook.

At Farmville High School, Jo studied under math
teachers who inspired her to go to college to pursue
a mathematics and education degree. “My math
teachers changed my life,” Smith says with a smile,
quite happy that she followed in their teaching
footsteps. She also recalls the ensuing segregation
lawsuits in the community causing worry to her and
her classmates. Their graduation from Farmville High
School was becoming uncertain.

Thankfully, Jo was able to graduate in the spring
of 1956 and began attending Longwood College that
fall as a commuter student, just three years before
the closing of the public schools. She enjoyed her
college classes, but she was challenged by the
schedule of student teaching. When public schools
in Prince Edward County closed in 1959, Jo and
four other student teachers drove in a state car to
neighboring Appomattox County. They taught in the
public schools several days a week there, and at the
same time, attended their regular courses on campus,
including Saturdays.

Mrs. Jo Smith sitting in front of her house, Farmville, Va.

Upon graduating from college in 1960, Jo needed
employment and decided to work at Prince Edward
Academy (PEA) as it was the only real employment
opportunity for a white teacher in Farmville during
this time. Two years into the county’s school
closings, she taught during the 1960-1961 school
year in the basement of First Baptist Church located in
downtown Farmville.
13

Hired to teach eighth grade math, Jo made a point to not
only teach traditional math skills but also concepts like paying
bills, balancing a checkbook, and learning about taxes because
she believed that “this is the math students will use after school.”
PEA had no formal school campus and occupied various
community buildings each academic year. Even without a defined
campus, Jo was an assistant coach for the PEA girls’ basketball
team, where games were held in the local armory. Through the
community and structure created by the basketball team, she helped
students make the most of their disjointed school experience.
When it came to school materials, the classroom had plenty of
books and all necessary supplies, but she feared that PEA lacked
something critical – a designated school building they could
call home.

Farmville High School, once
located between First and Second
Avenues, is now a mostly grassy
lot used as an athletic field.
Jo wondered if her PEA students would ever get to know that
very same school-wide pride and unity – or even have a cafeteria
– that she knew at Farmville High School. It was sad to see the
parents paying money for their children’s education or to see each
grade of students separated into different community buildings.
After the 1961 school year, Jo left PEA to support not only her
growing family but also her family tobacco farm, named High Bridge
Farm. When the time came, Jo and her husband felt lucky to be
able to send their children to PEA; its location was so close to
their family home. She acknowledges that difficult decisions were
made. Jo recognizes this odd time as horrible for all. Everyone in
the community was forced to make difficult choices; whether it
was for a job, for one’s family, or for oneself.
It is still deeply disheartening for Jo to think of her forgotten,
foreclosed high school. Many of her classmates have passed on,
and nothing remains physically of the building. Farmville High
School, once located between First and Second Avenues, is now a
mostly grassy lot used as an athletic field by Longwood University
but left open for the surrounding community to use.
Only a memorial concrete bench, donated by Jo Smith’s 1956
graduating class, recognizes the lot as Farmville High School’s former
location. The memories of the old school that was demolished
in 1993, thirty-four years after it first stood empty, remain strong
for one of the last remaining Farmville High School Wolverines.
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Jo recalls the students and teachers having to enter the Presbyterian Church through this side door.
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The True Soldier
Text by Jordan Brim & Gillian Coleman
Photos by Noel Preece

Deloris (Blanton) Hendricks’ mother found out earlier
than some of her neighbors that Longwood College was
planning to use eminent domain to acquire property
around their area. She immediately started searching
and planning for their new home. Despite her health
issues, Mrs. Blanton worked with contractors, teachers
and anyone else in the community to make sure the
needs of her family were met. She had the future in her
mind the whole time. “If it hadn’t been for [my mother],
who knows?” Longwood University’s Arc Hall, a student
dormitory, now sits where Deloris’ former home once was.
That was not the only time her mother took things
into her hands. When Prince Edward County schools
closed in 1959, Kittrell Junior College in North Carolina
offered to take in students. Deloris assumed that she
would be headed there with her friends. When she talked
with her mother about Kittrell, Deloris was told, “Oh no,
you’re not going to Kittrell. You’re going to my parents
to go to school.”
Her mother knew there would not be people in North
Carolina to take care of her daughter in the way she
would have wanted. Mrs. Blanton promptly contacted Mr.
Smith, the high school principal in Cumberland County,
to assure her daughter’s continued education. With the
understanding that Deloris must live within the county
lines to attend school, Mrs. Blanton knew where Deloris
was going.
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Therefore, Deloris was sent to live with her grandparents
in neighboring Cumberland. She dreaded moving out
of town to such a rural area to finish school. Her
grandparents had no indoor plumbing or electricity.
She never thought she’d be studying by candlelight or
using an outdoor toilet, but that was the reality for her
high school exchange.
She attended Luther P. Jackson High School, the Black
high school near Cumberland Court House. Deloris
recalls having to adjust to the absence of a cafeteria
and a gymnasium. During her senior prom, a large hall
at the school was used for the dance. She spent some
time with her aunt and their family because they had
children and electricity, but she missed her parents and
began to sneak home after school. Instead of getting
on the school bus, she would catch a ride back to
Farmville with a teacher. In time, her mother arranged
for her to ride with a teacher to and from Cumberland
when necessary.

“She had the future in her
mind the whole time.”
In 1962, Deloris and her friends packed their lunches
and took the long walk to R.R. Moton High School, her
school in Prince Edward County. When they arrived at
the school, the doors were locked and chained. Together,
they sat on the steps and reminisced about their times
at the school a few years earlier.
Deloris Hendricks, Second Grade, age 8.

“We just wanted the chains gone – so we could
go back and have it like it was before.” It should have
been their right to graduate in the town where they grew
up. Instead, Prince Edward students were dispersed –
some to labor and factories, some to nearby counties
and some to states, many far away.
Before the shut out, school for Deloris was not just
about books and learning; it was also about singing
and community. “All my life I’ve been singing. Every
day we … had devotions. We had to sing and pray and
read scriptures, and before I could get back to class,
I was asked just about every day. They wanted me to
sing on the auditorium stage in Moton High School.
It’s a wonder I have any voice at all.”
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Deloris was offered many opportunities to sing
publicly on the local radio station, WFLO, thanks to Mr.
L.L. Hall, a principal at Moton for many years. “I also
sang at my graduation at Luther P. Jackson, a song
in Latin my music teacher taught to me.” In addition,
her mother would have her sing at different churches
and revivals. Deloris and her two sisters usually sang
together. “The Blanton sisters were always ready, and
[many people] called on us a lot [to sing].” These days,
she continues singing occasionally at church.
Deloris later graduated from Longwood University
in 1992 with a degree in social work. She spent many
years working in Cumberland and Prince Edward County
schools as a teacher’s aide and substitute teacher.
Prince Edward’s history and Deloris’ church
involvement came together in her participation in the
process for nominating First Baptist Church for the
Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register
of Historic Places. Lacy Ward Jr., then director of the
Moton Museum, put her in touch with Dr. John Kern,
former director of the Salem, Va., Regional Office of the
Virginia Department of Historic Resources, whose focus
was on preserving southwest Virginia history. It took
a year to detail the history of activism for educational
equality and civil rights coming from the church under
the leadership of Rev. L. Francis Griffin.
On December 13, 2012, First Baptist Church in
Farmville, Va., was placed on the Virginia Landmarks
Register. In February 2013, First Baptist was recognized
on the National Register of Historic Places. First
Baptist Church is now formally recognized as a place
of national importance.

Deloris Blanton, Luther P. Jackson H.S., Cumberland, Va., 1961.

Today, she volunteers at the Moton Museum, the very
auditorium where all of this began.
At the time, though Deloris described the thought of
living with her grandparents and listening to her mother
as “the end of [her] life,” she now emphasizes how
blessed she truly was. “I did not complain because
my grandparents were doing the best they could. My
grandfather built his own house. And my grandmother,
every day, she washed the lampshade so I could see
[my books] better.” Her mother ensured she received
her education. As Deloris reflected, “[My mother] was
the true soldier in all of this for me. I didn’t realize it
at the time. Blessed is the strength and love in and
of God’s Word.

19

20

Education at All Costs

Text by Lexi McLaughlin
Photos by Brandon Cheung

Rebecca (Blair) Kelly grew up on a farm a few miles west
of the City of Danville, Va. She was born into a family of
educators. Her mother was a day student at University
of Virginia during the time when only men attended;
she graduated and became an elementary teacher. Her
grandmother received an education at what is now Averett
University in the late 1890s, a time when not many women
attended college.

“All of the teaching
equipment and
supplies were locked
in the closed school.”

Sometime between 1910-1915, her grandfather built and
staffed a two-room private school on his farm in Pittsylvania
County, Va. There was no bus service in those days, and
he felt his children and neighboring children had too far to
walk to the nearest public school. Several years later, the
county contracted with him to operate the school.
Following this legacy, Ms. Kelly graduated from Longwood
College with a bachelor’s degree in home economics
education and later received a master’s degree in education.
She also is licensed as a reading specialist and in several
areas of supervision.
Ms. Kelly began her teaching career as a home economics
teacher at Worsham School in Worsham, Va. After three
years of teaching, her career took a turn when the Prince
Edward County Board of Supervisors suspended money to
operate public schools in the county, and Prince Edward
Academy was organized.
The first year of Prince Edward Academy (PEA) was one
of tremendous growing pains. Facilities were hurriedly
assembled and were scattered throughout the county and
the town of Farmville. One school, located in Worsham
Baptist Church, needed more room; for several weeks while
an extension was being built, the students met in buses.

Left: Ms. Rebecca Kelly, fifth grade teacher, late
1970s, Prince Edward Academy Yearbook.

It was at this time Ms. Kelly transitioned from home
economics to elementary education for PEA. She substituted
for the first half of the 1959-1960 academic year before
being assigned as a full-time third and fourth grade teacher
at Spring Creek Baptist Church basement in Darlington
Heights, a small community twenty miles southwest of
Farmville. The third graders had little desks and the fourth
graders sat around a wooden door that was anchored on
two sawhorses. Most of the elementary grades were located
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in churches. Ms. Kelly taught in churches except for her
second year when she was assigned to the Farmville
Moose Club Lodge basement.
The basement was unfinished and had a restroom
equipped for one person. Two fifth grade classes had to
share it. Drinking water had to be carried in galvanized
buckets from the upstairs kitchen. Students were given
little cups, but those gave out during the year and Mrs.
Kelly taught them how to fold notebook paper into cups.
She remembers the basement as never being warmer
than 65 degrees that winter.
At one of the churches, Ms. Kelly was confronted
by the minister because she was letting her students
play on the parking lot, the only space available. She
remembers saying to him, “I don’t want to be here any
more than you do, but we are doing this for the children.
This may be the only church experience for some, and
it should be friendly.” The minister relented, and the
children continued to use the parking lot.
At two of the churches all the school equipment,
including desks, had to be removed from the classroom
and stored in the hall every Friday. On Monday, it was
replaced. All the moving was done by the students and
Ms. Kelly.
As a teacher, Ms. Kelly said she had to be creative
and innovative. Supplies were sparse, if present at all.

All of the teaching equipment and supplies were
locked in the closed public schools, so she had to
bring things from home, and the children furnished
their own supplies of paper, pencils, rulers, crayons
and notebooks. The academy was given books from
all around the country, most of which were outdated
or not the right grade level.
At the end of each academic year, Ms. Kelly packed all
the materials in boxes, and they were sent to storage. At
the end of summer break just before the start of school,
she reversed the procedure. There were no chalkboards
or bulletin boards available in most of the rooms. If the
room was large enough, a portable chalkboard was used.
These were the days before electronic equipment; so
much of the teaching was oral. The students missed
having a playground, lunch room, library and special
classes in music and art.
Ms. Kelly taught a decade in borrowed facilities before
being assigned a traditional classroom on the PEA
Lower School campus. She finished her career at what
is now Fuqua School, being recognized for her long
tenure. From her grandparents to her mother to herself,
education — whatever the circumstances — runs in her
blood. She knows even more concretely from her friends
in the community who lost their formal education and
from students and teachers who were challenged to
find opportunities that education in this area has been
anything but easy.

Above: Ms. Kelly on the campus of Fuqua at the Lower School. She retired after 50 years of service. Right: Ms. Kelly in the basement of
Farmville Baptist Church, where she taught in a makeshift classroom before the Prince Edward Academy campus was built.
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God Was
Always There

Text by Hannah Rawls & Amber Thomas
Photos by Jodi Noakes
In 1959, Barbara (Hicks) Spring was just seven years old when
the schools closed. “I really didn’t understand or know what was
going on at the time. I was too young to take it in.” However, she
remembers attending High Rock Baptist Church in Rice, Va. During
these turbulent times, her family of ten siblings was affected
tremendously by the division within their community, but she stayed
especially strong with the support of her two brothers that made
up their triplet.
“We were supportive of each other through these struggles; we
played, laughed, and cried together.” Barbara later moved away to
live with a host family in Ashland, Va., where she would be able to
continue her education. “This was the most traumatic time in my
life because I was separated from my family, and I was molested
by the man that I stayed with.” Barbara eventually built up the
strength to tell her mother about the situation, and she returned
home to be reunited with her family.
When the Prince Edward County Free Schools opened with the
help of private donations in 1963, Barbara and her two brothers
attended First Baptist Church where classes were held in the
basement. She remembers learning the alphabet for the first time at
eleven years old. The next year, when the public schools reopened
in 1964, she was placed in the sixth grade at Mary E. Branch School.
Although it was a joyous occasion to see the school reopen, it was
a tough time for Barbara. “I [could] barely read or write, and it was
embarrassing because I couldn’t pronounce words correctly.”
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Barbara Hicks, Prince Edward County High School, 1971.
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Barbara also recalls being bullied every day for having
lighter skin than her classmates. It was not until her
mother gave her permission to fight and confront her
bully that she was never bullied again.
Barbara was to enter the tenth grade with her brothers
in 1970, but administrators moved her up to twelfth
grade. Without testing or an explanation, the reason
is still a mystery to her. “I even tried failing so I could
be back with my brothers. But it didn’t work.”
Barbara graduated from Prince Edward County High
School in 1971 and went on to attend Longwood
College. She left, though, after only a few weeks
because she felt unprepared. “I could not keep up with
the professors, and note taking was very difficult - they
talked so fast!”
Despite the experience, she continued her education
by enrolling at Southside Community College in
Keysville, Va., where she received her certificate in Law
Enforcement by 1974 and later went on to graduate
from the police academy in 1975.
Upon graduation, Barbara was hired as a police
officer for the City of Richmond. After working with
the Richmond Police Department, Barbara was
promised a job with the Prince Edward County Sheriff
Department if she helped a certain individual with his
election campaign.
After said sheriff was elected, Barbara resigned
from her job with the Richmond Police Department in
anticipation of the promised job offer. Once she reported
for her new job, she was told that she could not have
the position, as promised, because she was a woman.
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Barbara Spring, City of Richmond Fire Department, 1979.

“I threw my badge and laid
down my gun on his desk
and walked out, never to
return again.”
The sheriff offered her another position, but she was
so hurt and disappointed that she did not accept the
offer. “I threw my badge and laid down my gun on his
desk and walked out, never to return again.”

Beginning in 1979, Barbara worked at the Richmond
Fire Bureau where she was the first female firefighter.
“I faced many obstacles as the first female that no
individual, male or female, should ever have to face.”
Barbara believes that the extreme stress she was
under as a female firefighter led to her heart attack
in 1993 at just 41 years old.
After recovering from her heart attack, she was able
to return to firefighting and later retired in 2004 after
25 years of service.
Although Barbara Spring faced extreme adversity,
she says that God plays a significant role in her life.
“God put me and everyone through this for a reason.
He makes everyone the way they are supposed to be.

Robert, Barbara, Kenneth, the Hicks triplets, attend Junior-Senior
Prom, 1973. Barbara graduated in 1971. She went back to the dance
to be with her brothers.

“After all the hatred and the obstacles that happened
to me, I finally realize that God was there the whole
time to guide me through it, but I just didn’t know it
until I was older and wiser.
“God has a plan for everyone. It just takes some
longer to find out that plan.” In continuing to serve
God, Barbara plans on publishing a book entitled
Healing the Wounded Heart to demonstrate how God
can help us heal from trauma.
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Where We Were
Supposed to Go
Text by Victoria Wright
Photos by Sam Chase

“It was a very close community,” she remembered. “Everybody knew
everybody. I was working as a waitress at College Shoppe [in
downtown Farmville after returning home], and they’d ask, ‘Aren’t
you Hal Allen’s daughter?’”
Her father was a recognizable local figure — he was a barber at
Tucker-Johnson Barbershop on Second Street, drove a school bus
regularly and, with the help of his children, was paid to assist in
harvesting local fruit crops. Sometimes neighboring families would
also take part in this task, and each group of children would race
against the others to gather the most bushels.
When Eva (Allen) Bland arrived at R.R. Moton High School in 1952,
it had been one year since the initial walkout led by Barbara Johns.
By this time, most students had returned to school while some
parents were pursuing the legal avenues to fight for educational
equality.
Eva’s father, Hal Edward Allen, was one of them.
Eva’s brother, Hal Verner Allen, was one of the 117 plaintiffs in
Davis v. County School Board of Prince Edward County, the court
case that arose from the 1951 strike. The U.S. Supreme Court
bundled the Davis case with four other cases in its 1954 landmark
decision Brown v. Board of Education, which declared segregation
in public education unconstitutional. In 1955, the Supreme Court
issued a subsequent decision, commonly referred to as Brown
II, that sent the five cases back to the federal district courts to
determine how school desegregation in the locality should proceed.
Working closely with the NAACP, Black parents had to initiate
another court case to continue to pressure Prince Edward County
to abide by the Supreme Court’s ruling. Eva Allen, along with her
siblings Ida and Ulysses, were the lead plaintiffs in Allen v. County
School Board of Prince Edward. This case went back and forth
between the district court judge, who refused to set a date for
school desegregation, and the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals,
which ordered him to do so. Finally, in 1959, the district court judge
ruled that schools should desegregate in September 1959, which
led the Prince Edward County Board of Supervisors to defund and
close the public schools.
Prior to the events of 1951, segregation was something that Eva
and other children had essentially taken for granted; they never
gave much thought to attending school with white children simply
because they rarely had contact with them anyway. Certain places
were open to them, and others were not; she recalled that many
29

local businesses had separate entrances for blacks and
whites, which was something she accepted as a child.
However, they didn’t always need to find a separate
entrance. “There were black businesses in Farmville.
We had a dentist, a doctor, restaurants and barber
shops. We took part in them and just went where we
were supposed to go.”

in their resolve. Ultimately, Prince Edward Academy
was established as a private school for whites in local
spaces.

Eva recalled that the strike had opened her eyes as it
had for many other students. They began to question
why they had to attend their classes in multiple
buildings, sometimes dashing across muddy ground
in the rain to huddle around the classrooms’ potbelly
stoves with the teachers having to put wood in them
to keep warm. The white students could remain in a
single building.

“A lot of people thought, ‘They’re going to [close the
schools], so let me start something.’ Whatever case
came up, [my father] showed that he was totally against
[the school closures].”

In addition to the primitive and overcrowded
classrooms, some of which were held in uninsulated
outdoor buildings covered in tar paper, most of the
supplies given to students were clearly of a lower
quality than what was offered to the white children.
Eva could remember the textbooks in her classes as
clearly outdated and in a state of disrepair.
“We did the best we could. We survived,” she
remembered. “We didn’t have a choice. We had to go
to school and tolerate the conditions. There was nothing
we could do about that.” Despite their experiences, the
students were reassured by the knowledge that efforts
were being made to improve the situation.
After the initial protest, Eva and many others expected
the schools to integrate. “When I got [to Moton] I
thought, ‘This is not going to be always. We’re going
to get better schools.’” Instead, local white leaders
prepared to construct a private school while the local
newspaper called for its white readers to stand firm

Eva Allen (right), outside after lunch, R.R. Moton High School, 1952.
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“I thought ‘They can’t just close the schools.’” Despite
her own disbelief, she could understand why her father
and many other families took legal action.

“We did the best we could. ...
We had to go to school and
tolerate the conditions.”
However, Eva could recall that many parents were
hesitant about becoming involved in the litigation as
they feared retaliation from their employers. “One set
of parents, they said to their son, ‘You keep on going to
school, boy - don’t get involved in all that,’ because they
didn’t want to lose their jobs.” While some businesses
were sympathetic, others did fire employees who
actively supported the legal actions. Business owners
“said things like, ‘Be glad you’ve got what you have.’”
Calls for improvement by active citizens in the
Black community continued. Eva graduated from
Moton in 1957, two years prior to the closing of the
Prince Edward County school system. She intended
to travel to New York City because there were no jobs
in the area, especially for Black women. Other young
women following their graduation from Moton became

household staff for white families up north.
On her way to New York, Eva stopped in
Washington, D.C., to visit her sister. Her
sister was sick and needed help with her
two young children, so Eva stayed, never
making it further north.
On arriving at the capital, she recognized
that the all-too-familiar pattern of prejudice
and discrimination was gradually wearing
down. “When I first went to D.C., they had
no voting rights there.” When the regulations
changed, “I was one of the first at the poll to
cast my vote,” she remembered proudly. She
found different jobs, settling on waitressing,
as she began her own family.
While Eva worked, her younger siblings
back in Farmville were directly impacted by
the school closings. Her 17-year-old brother,
locked out on the cusp of his senior year
of high school, chose not to complete
his education and instead entered military service. She
recalled that the experience was jarring for him as cadets
were often expected to drink, smoke and swear socially —
all aspects of life to which he was unaccustomed.
Her sisters, 14 and 13, chose other paths. One graduated
from the local Free Schools, while the other ultimately
decided against completing her high school education, later
earning her GED and a Master of Divinity.
Eva’s varied career would lead her in many different
directions even through the doors of NASA, where she
worked as a contract employee. She recalled “gowning up”
in white safety scrubs to clean the various microfilm tapes
used by the organization.
After moving back to Farmville with her children, she
worked in local factories for over eighteen years before
eventually deciding to pursue a nursing career in the
early 1990s. Her mother and extended family were highly
supportive, and she attended Southside Practical Nursing,
a now defunct educational facility formerly located in front
of Southside Community Hospital. The location now forms
a section of the parking lot for Centra Southside Community
Hospital on Oak Street.
After a fulfilling career in the nursing field, Eva retired
from Farmville Health and Rehabilitation. Her daughter and
three granddaughters have pursued medical careers as well,
giving this pursuit the air of a “family business” — this was
where they were supposed to go.

Top: Dora Belle (Lee) Allen and Hal Allen, 1970s.
Bottom: Eva Bland’s Southside School of Practical
Nursing Program, 1991.

Even today, Eva is recognized and greeted by community
members wherever she goes, an echo of her earlier
experiences when everybody knew everybody.
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The Prophecy of
Equalization
Text by Sara Holdsworth
Photos by Sam Chase

“They had a gym — a gymnasium. We didn’t have one.
[Their] teachers had a lounge; [ours] didn’t have that.
There’s a first aid room; we didn’t have that. [Our] library
… always crowded — too small to be a library. We didn’t
have what they had at the Farmville High School.”
In 1951, J. Samuel Williams Jr. joined Barbara Johns
and his fellow classmates in protesting the inferior
conditions of their school compared to the local white
high school in Farmville, Va. He recalled the principal
leaving the school because of a fake phone call placed
by fellow striker, John Watson. Barbara Johns quickly
assembled the students and presented her reasons
for needing to strike.
In addition to not having the same amenities as
the white high school, Williams recalls being given
inferior equipment to use at school. “I played football
here. And the uniform, shoes and everything else we
got were hand-me-downs from the white high school.
Same is true with the books that were available … a
lot of them had derogatory language, using the n-word
and all that in there.”
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Williams and his peers boycotted the high school
for two weeks. While Williams was initially doubtful
that it was the right time to do this, his mother, a
Cumberland school teacher, was in favor. He joined in
once the strike happened. “There were those like me,
for instance, keeping the spirit alive in the community
among students. We used to meet on street corners
… encouraging each other to stay away.”
Busy working on supporting the students’ initiative
was Reverend L. Francis Griffin, the fighting preacher,
as he came to be known. He saw the church as a locus
of community support and worked to shine a light on
the inequities dealt African Americans.
His sermon one Sunday in July after the strike was to
call up the congregation in support of what was right.
His sermon, titled “The Prophecy of Equalization,” called
Isaiah 40:4-5 to the forefront: “Let every valley be lifted
up.... Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed.” He
finished by quoting Martin Luther, “Here I stand, God
help me. I can do no other.”

The strike would only be the beginning of Williams’
lifetime of activism. He continued his efforts once he
enrolled in Shaw University in 1958 after some time in
various jobs and the U.S. Army. Shaw was the same
university Reverend Griffin had attended in Raleigh,
N.C., and proved to be a fertile ground for continued
academic and civil rights work.
During his time at the university, Williams helped
organize the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) to help students bring attention
to the unfair treatment of African Americans. SNCC
was organized Easter weekend 1960. Williams was
there during the sit-ins in Greensboro and helped direct
students to the right lunch counters to protest. On the
weekends, Williams returned home to preach at First
Baptist Church where Reverend Griffin was grooming
Williams to take over the pulpit.
Simultaneously, Griffin v. Prince Edward County, an
effort to open up the schools without delay, was making
its way through the court system. Many, including
Williams, felt discouraged by how drawn out the process
was. The case took place in Richmond, which meant

Williams and Reverend Griffin drove to the city for many
days to hear the court’s ruling. Unfortunately, the case
was never prioritized and continued to be delayed.
“I asked Reverend Griffin one time, ‘How many times
have you ever had to go to Richmond in one day?’ He
told me three times — from Farmville!” The case finally
made its way to the U.S. Supreme Court, which ordered
the reopening of the schools in May 1964.
After realizing the case was taking too long to serve
any kind of justice now, Williams decided to continue
his efforts in Prince Edward County. “I came home once
from Shaw, and I told Griffin, ‘Man, let’s do something.
Farmville’s all dead and racist. Something needs to be
done.’” After graduating college, Williams became a
part of the ministry. His mentor was Reverend Griffin.
“He was my father in the ministry,” and he was a father

“Let every valley be lifted up....
Then the glory of the Lord
will be revealed.”
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“Farmville’s all dead and racist.
Something needs to be done.”
in activism. In 1962, Reverend Williams became the
chairman for the Voters Registration League in Prince
Edward County. This effective effort led him to reactivate
the NAACP Youth Council the following year.

In summer 1963, protests and sit-ins aimed at
desegregating lunch counters, theaters and churches
were organized with youth from the area and beyond.
He met with his fellow activists at First Baptist Church.
“[It] was the central location — easily accessible.” That
was where he organized and led peaceful protests up
and down Main Street around stores like J.J. Newberry’s,
currently the Longwood Center for the Visual Arts, and
the College Shoppe as a way to the continued closure
of the schools in Prince Edward and to draw attention to
businesses that did not hire or serve African Americans
equally as well as to the closing of local schools. After
planning, they prayed, went to Reverend Williams’ house
for lunch and went downtown to strike. “It was an exciting
and rewarding time.”
One Sunday morning during the protests while waiting
for churches to open their doors, Reverend Williams
and thirty-two others were arrested in front of Farmville
Baptist Church for gathering and singing on the church
steps. He was sentenced to twelve months in prison.
Thankfully, his case was appealed, and he did not have
to serve. In 1982, Reverend Williams succeeded Reverend
Griffin as pastor at First Baptist Church.
With all the court cases and lawmaking and preaching,
Reverend Williams wants it to be known that he and
his fellow protesters stood up for others, wanting to
see results whether it was in the churches, at the lunch
counters or in the hearts of their community members.
“We all wanted to be able to have the rights we had been
denied for so long. ‘Freedom now’ — that was the cry in
the land. Everybody would say ‘Freedom now’ including all
civil rights groups, the Nation of Islam, Most Notorious.”
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Walking Out for Justice
As Told by Floyd Bland, a 1951 Strike Committee Member
Photos by Sam Chase

Floyd Bland was from the class of Moton students
who were to be the first cohort to have twelfth grade,
graduating in 1952. Previously, school had stopped
at eleventh grade for students at Moton. Now they
were to have five grades in the building. While it was
good news for students to continue schooling, it was
well-known that the 1939 building was over capacity
just twelve years after being built. In fact, the year it
was completed, the classroom were already crowded.
A brick structure with a central multi-purpose room,
R.R. Moton High School was an improvement for most;
however, the facilities were insufficient with the center
room serving as auditorium, cafeteria, classroom and
basketball court. Books, equipment and supplies were
insufficient or damaged goods, passed down from the
white schools. This issue and others led one student
to start a movement. Junior Floyd Bland was part of
that effort, and here is his story in his own words.

“We took our seats behind
Barbara at the podium.”
Barbara Johns formed a committee of approximately
fifteen members. When she started the committee,
she wanted one person from every class. I was one of
them. Those key students were to ask another student
if they didn’t mind being on the committee. Those key
members were to inform the invited students about
the terms of secrecy they had to follow.
Barbara had it all in her head. She was in charge. I
never hesitated about all this because Barbara never
made any decisions on her own. She always discussed
each decision with the committee. It was easy to follow
her. She was a real enthusiastic leader, very outspoken
and smart, always thinking before she spoke. She

had a magnifying spirit about her. I trusted her, and
so did the others, believing she would always make
good decisions.
The first thing Barbara decided was how to get the
principal out of his office: two committee members
went downtown to call the principal’s office, to tell
Principal Boyd Jones that some of his students were
about to get into trouble. Concerned as he was about
his students, he jumped in his car to go see where or
what was going on with his students. He didn’t find
any students, leaving him very confused.
Meanwhile our committee had planned to get all
the students into the auditorium. We assembled out
of class and assigned some students to take a note
to the teachers’ classroom, signed with the letter
‘J’ — Principal Jones’ way of signing notes, asking
students to report to the auditorium. The curtain in
the auditorium was closed. We, [the committee], took
our seats behind Barbara at the podium.
Some teachers went along with the students to the
auditorium. We pulled back the curtain, and there
stood Barbara where the principal usually was. He
was nowhere in sight. Committee members asked the
teachers to leave. Some of the teachers were booed
out of the room.
That’s when students were given the explanation as
to why they were there and that they needed to walk
out to the football field. We knew that if we didn’t get
out of the building before Principal Jones got back, we
wouldn’t leave the building. We had too much respect for
him to leave when he would want us to stay in school.
Outside on the bleachers, I remember seeing Principal
Jones in his ’49 black DynaFlow Buick driving down Ely
Street, now Griffin Boulevard, and parking in his spot
along the building. Now was the time for Barbara to
explain to the principal why all the students were out
of the building on the field.
Right: Floyd M. Bland, Air Force, 1952.
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Barbara, along with some of her committee members
— John Stokes, Carrie Stokes, John Watson and Samuel
Williams — went in the principal’s office to explain what
we were trying to do.
The principal sort of went along with it; he did not
tell us at that time to go in the building to continue
with classes.
Back out on the field, Barbara spoke to the students
about the purpose of the strike: a better school, a new
gym, better materials. The strike began, not to integrate,
but for better resources.

“He saw students — about twothirds of the student body —
out on the athletic field.”
Not all students walked out. Many were afraid of what
their parents would say. I was a little worried, too, but
knowing my Dad was a good man and that he didn’t
like the condition of the school, I wasn’t surprised
when he went along with it. He did ask me, “Do you
all know what you’re doing?”
I said, “Yes.”
He also asked if the group had any adults helping. I
told him, “Not yet.”

We were doing something ordinary people just don’t
do.
The committee discussed who to ask for help, and
the next day we contacted Rev. [L. Francis] Griffin and
went to First Baptist to talk over the plans. He had no
idea what was happening and was as surprised as
anyone that students had walked out of the school.
His first question was, “What do you all want to do?”
In the basement of First Baptist, we continued our
planning. Committee member Carrie Stokes, with the
help of Rev. Griffin, was assigned to write a letter to
NAACP lawyers Oliver Hill and Spottswood Robinson.
They heard back from the lawyers; however, Hill and
Robinson were ready to push for integration not just
better facilities. After that, the committee decided to
accept the NAACP plan.
There were many meetings with parents and citizens
in the auditorium of Moton to get support for integration.
Some were for it. Some were against it. And I understand
why. The committee asked the community to support
these students in what we had done so far.
The committee meetings continued with Rev. Griffin’s
help. Every time we met with Superintendent McIlwaine
in his office, he never raised his head, never looked us
in the eye. He seemed to know what our plans were
and what was discussed at all of our meetings. The
committee was concerned about how McIlwaine always
seemed to know our plans in advance.
We decided to have a special meeting with a smaller
number of members in a new location without telling
others. The new site would be at Vernon Johns’ property
in Darlington Heights, next to Barbara’s house. Now we
had to find a way to get there unobserved.

“We were doing something
ordinary people just don’t do.”
The committee appointed me to ask Mr. Willie Redd,
a local brick mason, if he would lend us one of his
trucks to transport some students to the meeting place.
Mr. Redd agreed and wanted me to be assigned as
the driver. He told me there was a work pick up; “Use
it when you need it.” I did the driving to the site in the
county. We discussed many different items and agreed
to stay out of school as long as needed and to hold
out for plans from the NAACP lawyers.
We had several meetings before going back to Rev.
Griffin and Supt. McIlwaine. When we did meet with
McIlwaine, there were so many people in attendance
that we had to move from his office to the courtroom.
The first thing he said was, “I don’t know what you boys
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and girls have today.” We told him we wanted a new
school and asked what the school board was going
to do about it. Before we could finish, he jumped
up, looked up and then left. He didn’t stay to hear
anything else.
The students stayed out of school for approximately
two weeks before we returned to school.
After the strike, Floyd’s father, Leonard Bland,
signed on as a plaintiff in the court case against
the Prince Edward School Board and T.J. McIlwaine.
He signed on in the name of his sons, Reginald W.
Bland and Floyd M. Bland. They were two of the
original 117 plaintiffs.
That was the last year Mr. Jones was principal of
Moton High School. His contract was not renewed.
When I started back in September 1951, there was
a new principal, Mr. Griffin, no relation to Rev. Griffin.
I graduated in May 1952, vice president of my senior
class, and joined the Air Force the next day.
Today, Mr. Floyd Bland resides in Prince Edward
County with Eva (Allen) Bland, his wife of 30 years.

Top left: Mr. T.J. McIlwaine, Superintendent of Prince Edward County
School. Top right: Floyd’s parents, Mr. Leonard Bland and Mrs. Eleanor
Bland on his 1930s Model T., Prospect, Va. Bottom right: Floyd M.
Bland—Vice President; Vocation: Lawyer; Activities: New Farmers of
America, Basketball, Baseball, Keeping Virginia Clean Club; Moton High
School Yearbook, 1952.
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No Greater Investment
than in our Future
Text by Haley Bresnahan & Grace Girdley
Photos by Sam Chase

Joy Cabarrus Speakes’ story began in Darlington
Heights, 18 miles away from Farmville, Va. She was
born and raised in the house built by her grandfather
that sits on a 100-acre farm. The farm created many
warm memories for Joy, which included the different
animals, fruits and vegetables that covered the land.
Her grandfather grew and sold tobacco.
The first school Joy attended was Triumph, a
one-room school behind Triumph Baptist Church in
Darlington Heights. In those days, there was always a
school house built next to a church. She was able to
walk the two miles each day. “My grandmother Emma
Evans Morton was my teacher. You can imagine how
that was. I had to walk a strict line and be a role model
for all the other students. If I got out of line, it was
not a good day or week for me.
“One year, my mother, Grace Morton Cabarrus, came
to visit my grandparents and took my sister and I back
to New York to live with my father and her. I attended
Public School 55, an integrated public school in the
Bronx. We had lots of friends and activities in the
neighborhood; it was a lot of fun.
“But after two years, my mother decided to send us
back to Virginia to live with my grandparents. She felt
it would be a much healthier environment and a better
opportunity for us to be around extended family. It

“‘If you [can’t] find any land to
build a new school or funds
to finance it, then what about
us bringing our children to
your big school and attend
classes there?’”
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was the late 1940s, and I think she knew about certain
gang-related happenings back then.
“When I returned to Virginia, I attended Mercy Seat
Elementary School, a two-room frame building in
Hampden Sydney, Va., about 11 miles from where
we were in Darlington Heights. After attending an
integrated school in New York, I found it unfair to
travel miles and attend an unequal school under the
race supremacy that was practiced.
“In 1951, I attended R.R. Moton High School located
in Farmville, Va., about 16 miles from where I lived.
This school was built to hold 180 students in 1939
by the lobbying efforts and funds raised by Martha E.
Forrester and the council of women she had.
“By 1951, there were over 400 students going to the
school. Our parents had been attending the PTA, Prince
Edward County School Board meetings and going to
the office of Superintendent T.J. Mcllwaine with no
success in getting a new school building.
“My grandfather, George P. Morton, became so
involved in fighting for a better school and resources
for us. He and Otis Scott attended one meeting and
let the members know that he and Scott could secure
land to build the school, but the members did not want
to hear anything from them.
“Finally, my grandfather addressed the school board
members stating, ‘If you [can’t] find any land to build
a new school or funds to finance it, then what about
us bringing our children to your big school and attend
classes there?’ My grandfather was told not to come
to any more meetings.
“Barbara Johns’ family and my family lived about 5
miles apart. We saw each other at church and social
events. Everyone loved Barbara’s grandmother, Mrs.
Croner. Barbara became very frustrated about the
overcrowded conditions at the school. We had no
cafeteria, no gym, no labs, and the school buses were
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bases for what was going to occur. This
involved handing out notes to the teachers,
calling Principal Boyd Jones away from
the school and forming the assembly
before the strike.
After Barbara led the strike, many
students stayed at the school that day
with posters. Joy was worried about what
her grandparents would think, so she
went home. Her grandmother believed
that they were disrespecting the teachers
and rebelling, but her grandfather was on
the students’ side. He agreed that they
needed a new school. Her grandfather
eventually encouraged her grandmother
to be in favor of the new school and
the strike.
After the strike, Barbara Johns and
Carrie Stokes contacted Oliver Hill and
Spottswood Robinson to meet with them.
The Richmond lawyers came to Farmville
after traveling the state for other cases
and met at First Baptist Church, Rev.
Griffin’s home church.
By 1951, the NAACP wanted to challenge
the constitutionality of segregation in
education. Parents would have to agree
to be plaintiffs in a cast hat not only
asked the county to stop discriminating
against their children, but all challenged
the constitutionality of segregation in
public education.

“Can you imagine tr ying
to concentrate?”

used. The books that we received had pages ripped
out and vulgar racial epithets written in them.

“The county put up three tar paper shacks – they
looked like chicken coops – on the grounds for us to
attend classes instead of a new school. The tar paper
shacks had a wood stove in the center. If you sat near
the stove, you had to take off your coat and sweater.
But if you were near the door, you had to keep your
coat on. When it rained, you had to hold an umbrella
to keep the rain off the pages you were writing on.
“In the auditorium, there would be two teachers
teaching class at the same time. Can you imagine
trying to concentrate? We also took classes on the
old buses that we came to school in.”
Leading up to the strike in April 1951, Barbara Johns
made plans with a few trusted students, covering the
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Hill and Robinson weren’t taking any
more cases for new schools. The plan
was that if the parents would sign to be plaintiffs, Hill
and Robinson would take the case, and the students
could go back to school. Her grandfather pledged to put
up acres of land, if necessary, for those who wanted to
become plaintiffs but did not have property. However,
he did to not have to sign over the land because
many citizens were afraid the court challenge would
not succeed.
“Rev. Griffin became our shepherd.” He let the citizens
have meetings in the basement of his church, where
parents were encouraged to support the students and
the events taking place.
When the students returned to Moton, Joy felt like
everything went back to normal. They were excited to
be back in school and looked forward to the changes
they were promised.
With the lawsuit underway, Prince Edward County
built a new high school for Black students that cost
$800,000. Opened in 1953, the school was named
R.R. Moton High School and is now the current Prince
Edward County High School.

Although Joy graduated from the new R.R.
Moton High School in 1955 and her sister in 1958,
her brother was caught up in the school closings
of 1959. During this time, the American Friends
Service Committee helped place students who
were caught in the school closings with families
in different areas.
Joy’s brother was placed in Ohio with a family
so that he could have access to public education.
He found some occurrences very strange; the
first day he went to school, a white girl stared at
him during the entirety of his class. After class,
he asked her why she was staring at him. She
said it was because she had never seen a Black
person before.
Upon graduation in Farmville, Joy returned to
the Bronx to stay with her parents. She started
a full-time job with Magic Marker Industries in
New Jersey. One day she found an ad in the
paper looking for models. “I left the number
with my mother about where I was going. I went
down on Park Avenue and met with a gentleman
interviewing models.
“The phone rang while we were talking. He
told me I should pick up the phone, so I got up
and answered it. It was my mother. After that,
he asked me to sign right away. What changed
his mind was watching me walk to the phone. I
became a runway model in New York.”
Modeling was part-time while she worked
at Magic Marker. Eventually, she moved up in
the company, holding an executive position as
sales director. This job allowed her to travel to
many parts of the world, including Germany and
South America.
In 2007, Joy returned to Prince Edward County
to her grandfather’s farm. She is very active with
the Moton Museum. She attends most of the
events they host and is invited as a speaker for
panels. The panels allow community members
and visitors to ask questions and develop a
better understanding of what happened in Prince
Edward County.
Joy also chairs the Moton Family Challenge,
which raises money for the museum and for
the Moton Legacy Scholarship. This scholarship
is for students who are descendants of those
affected by the school closing. So far, the
scholarship has helped eight students; the first
two who received it graduated in 2020. Joy is
happy to know that she is helping these students
and knows “there is no greater investment than
the investment in our future leaders.”

1952 R. R. Moton High School Yearbook, Joy Cabarrus’ ninth grade year. Top:
New Homemakers of America, fourth row. Middle: Freshman class, fifth row.
Bottom: Chorus, third row.

“Rev. Griffin became
our shepherd.”
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Down Home on the Farm:
A Story of a Farmer’s Daughter
Text by Lexi McLaughlin & Noemi Guzman
Photos by Noel Preece

In the small community of Darlington Heights, Va., the
Johns family spent their time taking care of the family
farm and working in the tobacco fields. Looking back
at her childhood, Joan Marie (Johns) Cobbs recalls
working hard with her siblings in order to help their
parents maintain the fields. They did everything from
planting, weeding, pulling suckers from the tobacco
plants numerous times, plucking large green worms,
to cutting down the plants, hanging them on rafters in
the barn to be cured, then placing them on the truck
to be sold in Farmville. After spending so much time
and labor with tobacco, it is no surprise that Joan
vowed never to smoke a cigarette, chew tobacco nor
have anything more to do
with tobacco ever again
in her life!
As one of five children
born to her parents
Violet and Robert Johns,
Joan and her siblings
Barbara, Ernest, Roderick
and Robert would also
spend their time feeding
their animals, milking
their cows, plowing,
and working in corn
and wheat fields. In
addition, they planted
vegetables, gathered
fruit, then prepared them
for canning at home
and at the local cannery.
Joan and Barbara often
sawed down trees for
billets to be sold in town
to supplement the family
income.

“The morning of April 23, 1951, was a normal school
day, but when we were summoned to the auditorium,
everything changed. Instead of our principal, M. Boyd
Jones, on the stage, there stood my sister Barbara at
the lectern. I was so shocked and slid down in my seat,
as low as I could go, when she started to talk.” Joan
was just 12 years old.
“[Barbara] explained to us that the conditions at our
school were intolerable and that we needed to go on
a strike for a better school. She asked us to please
cooperate with her and tell our parents to support us.
She made it very clear to us that this was the only way
that we would get any results. When one of the students
asked if we were going
to get into trouble for
this, she replied that the
Farmville jail was not
big enough to hold all
of us, so we should not
worry. Needless to say,
we followed her out of
school for two weeks.

Parents of Moton High
School students had
been asking for better
schools for years as
the school had been
crowded since it opened
in 1939. Rather than
build a new school for
the students, the county
decided to build three
tar paper shacks around
the existing high school
to accommodate the
students. The buildings
were cold and drafty and
Burnt cross erected on Moton High School property, the
Her most pleasant
heated with pot-bellied
Richmond Afro-American, 1951.
experience on the farm
stoves. The students
was riding their horse (Sadie Red) to the spring to
who sat closer to the stove were too hot, and the
fetch water for the household. Most of the time, when
other students were too cold.
the horse put his head down to drink from the spring,
“In the winter months, we often sat in class wearing
Joan would slide off the horse into the water! Barbara,
our coats and boots to keep warm. When it rained, we
her sister, also used this spring as a meditation spot.
helped our teachers place pails around the room to
There was a stump she sat on to think and gather her
catch
the water. We had hand-me-down books from
thoughts. Everyone knew not to bother Barbara if she
the white high school that were tattered and torn. We
was there. However, with those fond memories came
had no science labs, no gym, no lockers, no cafeteria
the traumatic and life-altering ones as well.
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and no school supplies. Our teachers had to buy many items that we
needed for school. And yet, we had excellent teachers who pushed us
to excel and demanded our undivided attention.” Every teacher listed
in the 1952 yearbook had a college or university degree.
Barbara had long noted the conditions of the school and “decided
to go to her favorite teacher, Ms. Inez Davenport, who taught both of
us music after school, and discussed the conditions of the school.
She listened to Barbara and then said to her, ‘Well, why don’t you do
something about it?’ Her question surprised Barbara, and she said it
did not occur to her to ask Ms. Davenport what she meant. She felt
that Ms. Davenport had dismissed her with that reply.”
Barbara created a plan that she felt was divinely inspired and
summoned her fellow classmates whom she trusted. They met secretly
on the athletic field at R.R. Moton High School in Farmville, Va. This
organized committee of students planned the strike that ultimately
led to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision.
The students devised a scheme to get our principal out of the school
prior to the assembly in the auditorium. One of the students, John
Watson, put a handkerchief over his mouth and called the principal’s
office to tell him that some of his students were downtown when they
should have been in school. As soon as the principal left, Barbara
sent a note to the teachers on which she forged the principal’s initial
“J,” asking for the students to come to an assembly. When teachers
escorted the students to the auditorium, Barbara politely asked them
to leave. One of the male teachers resisted, so two male students led
him out of the room.
“My first reaction to what had occurred was fear. I thought that the
white community would try to harm us, and I worried that our parents
would discipline us, too. Even though Barbara had told us that we should
not be afraid, I had no idea what the consequences of our actions
would be. All that Barbara wanted was to have a better educational
facility for us and to be treated as an equal to the students in the
white community.
“We both traveled home on the bus that day. Barbara walked in the
house and told our parents, ‘We walked out of school today.’ They
were very shocked. I was concerned still. My grandmother had told
me stories about the KKK.
“We spent the two weeks out of school working on the farm. I think
my father was happy to have the help. But soon his concern grew.
“After the strike, Barbara realized that we were going to need some
support, so she contacted Rev. L. Francis Griffin, pastor of the First
Baptist Church in Farmville, Va. He got involved and helped the
students by providing the best advice that he could. He worked with
the NAACP to get attorneys to represent the students. He also provided
the church as a meeting place, so that the community could seek and
get information on what had happened, what their options were and
how to best handle the situation.

Top: Joan Johns, 1955, R.R. Moton H.S.
Middle: Barbara Johns, 1952, Alabama State
Collegiate Preparatory H.S.
Bottom: Claude Cobbs, (Joan’s husband), 1952,
R.R. Moton H.S.

Barbara and Carrie Stokes wrote a letter to prominent civil rights
attorneys, Oliver Hill and Spottswood Robinson, in Richmond, Va., to ask
for their help. At first, they refused because of their tight schedules,
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Joan’s family faced many adversities after the walkout. The biggest hardship for Joan and her brothers was
when their sister, Barbara, had to move to Montgomery,
Ala., after her junior year in high school. Also, the
Black community, as a whole, faced backlash from
segregationists after the student-led protest.
“My parents had a friendly white neighbor who came
over one day and told my parents about the talk in
the community. There were threats against Barbara.
At that point, they decided to send Barbara away to
finish her senior year of high school. She went to live
with our uncle, Rev. Vernon Johns, pastor of the Dexter
Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Ala., and civil
rights activist in his own right. Barbara graduated from
Alabama State Collegiate Preparatory High School.”
A few weeks later, Joan recalls a burnt cross on her
high school grounds. Although Joan did not witness
the burning herself, she heard about it through her
sister, Barbara, and saw a photo of the burnt cross in
the Afro-American Richmond newspaper. This burning
led many people in the community to suspect the Ku
Klux Klan was responsible.

Top left: Joan Marie (Johns) Cobbs sits in the Moton Museum in
Farmville, Va.
Bottom left: Heath (son-in-law) holding Bryce, Melonie (daughter,
holding Braedon), Xavier.
Top right: Patricia and Joan at an office party in Newark, N.J.

but Barbara then called Oliver Hill, and he said that she
was so persistent that they decided to stop through
Farmville en route to another community where they
had a court case.
When they saw how serious the students were, the
attorneys told them that if they could persuade their
parents to sign their children as plaintiffs in a suit that
would challenge the constitutionality of segregation
in public education, then they would help them. One
hundred seventeen parents signed for their children to
become plaintiffs in Davis v. County School Board of
Prince Edward County.
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Joan does not recall being treated any differently at
school after the walk-out. However, she recognizes
that the people most affected were Black parents.
After the strike, they were no longer able to obtain
credit in Farmville, and many parents lost their jobs,
particularly the ones who worked for white people.
Though Joan’s family did not work for white people,
the family was impacted financially. Joan recalls her
mother traveling back and forth between Darlington
Heights to Washington, D.C., every weekend to work
at the United States Navy Department from Monday to
Friday, in order to get an income. “With our mother away
during the week, Barbara was thrust into the significant
role of caring for her sister and three brothers.” Even
with her mother working and her father maintaining
the farm, it was often very hard to make ends meet.
In 1954, three years after the strike, she and her family
drove to Washington, D.C., to visit relatives. When they
returned to their Darlington Heights home.

“We often wondered if [the fire] had anything to do
with [Brown v. Board], but it was never proven. We are
left to wonder to this day.”
After the house fire in 1954, Barbara insisted that
they put the house back in the same spot. Joan recalls
Barbara bringing all of her siblings and her husband
together to rebuild their childhood home. Before Barbara
passed in 1991, she got to witness the foundation
of their new house being built. “I feel that she was
determined to show whoever burned our house down
that we would build it back.”
The brick home now stands in Darlington Heights and
is owned by Barbara’s children, Kelly, Terry and Dawn;
Joan and her brothers, Ernest, Roderick, Robert, and
their families. “We thank Barbara every day for leaving
us with that legacy.”
Over the years, Joan has worked and formed friendships
with multiple people from different backgrounds. She
said that although interracial friendships
were frowned upon during her childhood,
those friendships seemed to become more
commonplace once Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. began leading the civil rights
movement.

Barbara was able to lead 450 students out of school
on a strike.”
“My sister, Barbara, was a brave, courageous and
fearless young person who saw an injustice and decided
to do something about it. She stood up for what she
believed, and her actions on April 23, 1951, helped to
change the course of the nation, when, in 1954, the
Supreme Court of the United States declared that
segregated schools were unconstitutional.”
Although Joan and her husband, Claude (1952 Moton
graduate), currently reside in New Jersey, they have
plans to come back and live in their communal home
in Darlington Heights. They have two children, Todd
and Melonie, and six grandchildren, Lacey, William,
MaryGrace, Xavier, Bryce and Braedon.
“People find it amazing that I want to come back to
Darlington Heights to live since I went through so much
here, but I still feel like this is home to me.”

“As a child you could not mingle with
white people; it was unheard of.” However,
Barbara did not pay much heed to the
social pressures of racial division.
Barbara had a white friend, her age,
nearby who she would meet secretly in
the woods. They kept their friendship
from their parents, primarily because
her friend’s parents would never approve.
“Children naturally gravitate towards one
another, regardless of skin color. They
just wanted to play,” says Joan.
Contrasting the political rhetoric of
“I’m not racist; some of my best friends
are Black!” Joan likes to joke that “some
of my best friends are white!” In reality,
Patricia Ann Shelton is one of Joan’s best
friends. They bonded when they met on
their first day of employment at the United
States Marshals Service in Newark, N.J.
Both were born in Virginia, southern girls
who grew up poor. Although Patricia lives
in Florida now, quite a distance from New
Jersey, she still feels like a sister to Joan.
The two maintain close contact and “will
remain best friends for life.”
“When I think about Barbara, a chapter in
the Bible comes to mind: Isaiah, Chapter
11, Verse 6: ‘The wolf also shall dwell
with the lamb and the leopard shall lie
down with the kid; and the calf and the
young lion and the fatling together, and
a little child shall lead them.’ Remember,

Top: From left to right, grandchildren MaryGrace, Lacey, William; son Todd; daughter-inlaw JoAnn; Joan Cobbs at the dedication of the Civil Rights Memorial featuring Barbara
on the Virginia Capitol grounds, 2008.
Bottom: Claude Cobbs, President Barack Obama, Joan Johns Cobbs, 2014 at a meeting
the president called with all the plaintiffs of Brown v. Board of Education.

47

A Better Place for Me

Text by Hayley Cunningham & Payten Bovat
Photos by Jessica Black

Elzora Stiff recalls spending her entire second grade year in a
“temporary” tar paper classroom at First Rock Elementary School,
off Route 460 in Prince Edward County. The classroom did not have
windows, hot water or indoor plumbing, which required students
to use an outbuilding. “That little tar paper classroom is where
lunch, classes and recess were held.”
This school is where she first learned, in fifth grade, that she
would no longer be attending school because the schools in Prince
Edward were closing. In the early 2000s, the main schoolhouse
was transformed into the Prince Edward Head Start Building. Today,
that Head Start Building is vacant. The tar paper buildings and
outhouses have been torn down.
Life for Elzora and her four siblings changed once the schools
closed. Her parents had big decisions to make. “When the schools
closed, we had aunts in New York and other relatives who wanted
to take us. Daddy said, ‘If you can’t take all of them, they’re not
going.’” So, their parents kept them focused on family and the farm.
That focus allowed her parents to shelter the children from
witnessing the effects of the closings. The children did not socialize
with other kids in the county, nor were they given newspapers to
read. The kids were kept busy with plenty of work on the farm.
Their parents’ dedication to protecting their family from negativity
resulted in a strong work ethic until education could be the main
focus again.
During those five years, she and her siblings missed out on
the social interaction and education that other children in the
county were receiving. Given that Elzora was unaware of why
the schools closed during that time, she harbored no bitterness
about the lockouts.
While she didn’t receive a formal education during those years,
she worked on her family farm and learned life skills that would
help her later in life, leading her down the path of pursuing home
economics in college.
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First Rock Elementary School, Prospect, Va. The “temporary” tar paper classroom building to the left was used for grades two and three. This
was a frame building covered with roofing paper built in 1949 and had a pupil capacity of 40. The building had no windows. The privy can be
seen in the background. The structures that made up First Rock had no steam or hot water heat and no indoor plumbing. Photo courtesy of
Edward H. Peeples, VCU libraries.
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Mr. and Mrs. Stiff were adamant that their children
would graduate both high school and college. Mr. Stiff
had finished eighth grade. Mrs. Stiff was a high school
graduate and completed finishing school in Hampton,
Va. Her nine brothers and sisters had all graduated
high school, and two sisters earned doctorates.
Though the children viewed their parents as overly
strict for not letting them go into town or to training
centers, the Stiff children knew that the farm was their
key to another world.
“Daddy took the farm and made it our livelihood. He
used to defray costs through the cows. That’s how my
brother paid [college] tuition. That’s another reason we
knew education was important.” All five children went
on to become college graduates. Their father didn’t
like them living in the city, but he knew there were
more opportunities.
In 1964, Elzora was able to go back to school at the
R.R. Moton High School. She was fifteen years old at
the time and was placed in the eighth grade. Despite
the gap in schooling, Elzora graduated in four years.

“My experiences have taught
me how important it is
to leave home and do
something outside of the
life you’re raised in.”

School Board. She explains, “My past experience
gave me knowledge and exposure to how much of
an importance education is. I’ve always been on the
side of the student and the teacher and what’s best
for them.” Her main focus as a member of the school
board is to expose students to career opportunities
other than what they see in Prince Edward.
“My experiences have taught me how important it is
to leave home and do something outside of the life
you’re raised in.” She’s back home to share that lesson,
still teaching.

She wouldn’t truly learn about her county’s history until
her senior year in 1968 when she was asked to write a
paper about the event. “Once I did the research, I was
able to put into words why it happened and began to
understand the true impact.”
Her dream school was North Carolina Agricultural &
Technical State University; however, NC A&T was not
accepting any students from Prince Edward County, Va.
Elzora applied to and was accepted by Morgan State
University in Baltimore, Md., where she graduated in
1972 with a bachelor’s degree in home economics.
After receiving her master’s degree in 1975, Elzora
remained in Baltimore where she taught home
economics in the public school system. She married
and had two children as she continued her career
as a teacher, reading specialist, assistant principal
and principal.
It didn’t dawn on her that she was so focused on
education with her own children until one year at
Christmas they told her, “Momma, we would like a
Christmas gift that doesn’t teach us ABCs.”
After 30 years, she retired from the school system
and worked for a nonprofit organization in parent
education, teaching parents for twelve years about
child abuse and neglect.
Today, Elzora is back in Prince Edward County on the
family farm where she grew up. On trips back home
to take care of her ailing mother, she realized this was
where she wanted to be. “I felt the lifestyle was calmer,
the air was cleaner and here was a better place for me.
You can take a deep breath here.”

Elzora Stiff, Senior Portrait, 1968.

Elzora is now a member of the Prince Edward County
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Activism Was
Just Right for Me

Text by Carmen Mehling & Kassie Lee
Photos by Sam Chase

James Ghee, Esq. at Williams, Luck & Williams Law Firm, North Main Street, Farmville, Va.
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At age 14, James Ghee was denied a formal education when the
Prince Edward County Public Schools closed, but that closing began
a journey that took him far away from Farmville and back again.
For the first two years of the school closings, he attended training
centers run by the Virginia Teachers Association, which was the
professional organization for Black educators, and the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Ghee
describes the training centers as just teaching the basic materials
to “keep Black students from falling too far behind.”
After two years, Ghee was presented with an important opportunity.
In 1959, the Southern Interagency Council had called a meeting
between community members and active organizations such as the
American Friends Service Committee and the NAACP to develop
a way to assist African American students during this life-altering
crisis. As a result, in 1961, Ghee was sent 950 miles away from
family, friends and what he had only ever known as home to
Iowa City, Iowa.

“She was a fierce woman.”
Iowa City was a new world for Ghee, as his everyday encounters in
Prince Edward County were primarily with other African Americans.
Entering a new world, Ghee was welcomed with consistent support
from those directly around him. His first host family, the Constantinos,
created a platform for him to thrive in his new environment. His
host mother, who had been imprisoned in a Japanese internment
camp during WWII, was determined to welcome Ghee into a home
of understanding. “She was a fierce woman. She refused to let any
barber in Iowa City deny cutting my hair, so instead she learned
to do it herself.”
Ghee was exposed to new opportunities that Iowa had to offer.
“Now listen to this — she was an active member of the Iowa City
League of Women Voters who protested peacefully against the
Vietnam War. The craziest part of it all was coming from Farmville
I had never even heard of the Vietnam War before her.” Ghee had
entered another world where the people around him fought for
what they felt was right.
Ghee, one of the two African American students at Iowa City High
School, graduated with accomplishments that would have never
been possible in Prince Edward County while the schools were
closed. “I did a lot in high school. It was all there for me to do, so
I did it. It was simply the natural thing to do, right?” Graduating
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as an honor roll student, Ghee excelled in his four years at Iowa
City High School. He played on the football team, ran track, was
a member of the debate team and, above all else, held office in
student government. This taste of activism sparked something in
Ghee that stuck with him in the following years. “The best part was
the fundraising [for student government] — I got to stand on the
corner outside of Iowa University’s football stadium on homecoming
night selling chrysanthemums to the people walking by. I was doing
something I felt was right, and I loved every second.”
After graduating high school and gaining residency in Iowa, Ghee
attended Iowa University. “Back then my tuition was only $500,
so I took it. My family was more than pleased with the chance of
an education for me.” Ghee gained unforgettable experiences in
his four years there. Traveling the world, he visited places such
as Lebanon, Egypt and Iraq. Returning home, he had an unlimited
vision for what was next.

“It was one of the best feelings —
hearing those words.”
“Sitting around in the dormitory, my friends and I started asking
ourselves ‘Now what the hell do we do with a political science
degree?’ For me, that was law school.” Ghee attended the University
of Virginia School of Law and was introduced to the eye-opening
world of civil rights law.

Ghee became a member of the Law Student Civil Rights Research
Council, where he assisted lawyers in their research for the civil
rights movement across southside Virginia. “My favorite part of it
all was becoming an active member of the Welfare Rights Project
Program, where my only goal was to assist people all around
Virginia to fight for welfare, and back then, it really was a fight.”
Ghee’s active role in the community did not stop when his
education did. In 1975, he returned to Farmville and has continued to
make a difference. He has held many positions, such as a member
of the Prince Edward County Board of Supervisors and President
of the Virginia State Conference of the NAACP. He currently serves
as the Chair of Area Five NAACP and as President of the Prince
Edward County NAACP Branch.
While his achievements are plentiful, for Ghee his activism is
not what positions he has held but what his involvement means
to his community.
“About ten years ago, I was sitting inside my hometown church
and watching a young man and his mother walk in. I watched as
the man stood up and said, ‘I remember Mr. Ghee teaching me how
to read.’ I taught that young man in the summer of 1961 when I
was a part of the American Friends Service Committee. I couldn’t
believe it; it was one of the best feelings — hearing those words
and knowing the impact I made on that boy.”

54

55

Keeping the
Lights on

Text by Siara Corprew & Claire Lesman
Photos by Amber Sykes
Established in 1936 as the Bland Funeral Home, BlandReid Funeral Home is the oldest Black-owned business
in Farmville, Va. The late Warren Alfred Reid, Jacquelyn
Reid’s father, started working there in 1950. He became
the official owner and operator of the business in 1953,
renaming it the Bland-Reid Funeral Home. The business
is now operating a second location, Reid’s Funeral Home,
in Buckingham County.
Jacquelyn, better known as Jackie, and her family
played an active role in Prince Edward County’s fight for
civil rights in education during the 1950s and 1960s. Her
father Warren and the late Rev. Leslie Francis Griffin were
very best friends.
An influential advocate for civil rights, Rev. Griffin often
worked with Jackie’s father. “My dad was sort of in the
background. He was a friend, mentor, financier and,
sometimes, bodyguard.”
When Rev. Griffin was looking to file a court case to
challenge the school closings, he asked Warren if he and
Jackie would be plaintiffs along with Rev. Griffin and his
own children. Her father agreed.
The case, Griffin v. County School Board of Prince
Edward County, went all the way to the U.S. Supreme
Court, ordering the reopening of public schools in 1964.
Being able to get a valuable education meant so much
to the Reid family even before the court case. Jackie’s
maternal grandfather only had a fourth-grade education
and her maternal grandmother a seventh-grade education.
Her grandparents raised thirteen children, six of whom
completed college, and the rest completed trade school
or were in the military.
Right: Jackie and her mother Gearl Reid at a Beautician’s Hair Show,
early 1960s.
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Mrs. Gearl Reid (Jackie’s mother), Warren Reid (Jackie’s son) and Jackie Reid on Griffin Blvd, 2016.

She was taught that a good education was the key
to success. With that vision in mind, there was no
stopping her.
At the age of six, Jackie learned that she would not
be starting school in Prince Edward County, but in

“It’s sort of a legacy that the
funeral home is like a hub for
the community.”

Buckingham County, to avoid the impact of the school
closures in 1959. “It made it hard for her because I
had to send her to another county,” Mrs. Gearl Reid,
Jackie’s mother, states. “Since she was so young, she
really didn’t understand what was going on and why the
schools were closing. I continued to tell her each year
… why the schools were closed and why she had to be
sent to Buckingham,” but “her reaction was surprised
because we [my husband and I] taught our daughters
to never hate people.”
For three years, Jackie lived with her maternal
grandparents, John and Helen Dean, in Buckingham
County until schools reopened in Prince Edward. “I
remember coming home on Fridays to be with my family,
then packing a bag on Sunday for the upcoming week.”
During her time in Buckingham, Jackie attended school
with her aunts and uncles who were just a few years
older than she was. “I remember us getting on the old
school bus and taking that long drive to school,” she
reminisces. With her eagerness to learn, Jackie was
more than ready when Free Schools opened in Prince
Edward County in 1963.
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Upon returning to Prince Edward County, she tested
above grade level and was able to complete the fourth
and fifth grades in one year during the Free Schools,
then go straight into sixth grade when the public
schools opened in 1964. Throughout her academic
career, Jackie excelled in all her classes. “I have the
generations before me to thank because they set an
example and gave me the drive to value getting an
education,” Jackie states.
After graduating high school in 1971, Jackie had two
choices: to either work for a year or do one year at
Longwood and then go on to a school of her choosing.
“I was given those options because at that time I had
just turned 17, and my parents didn’t feel comfortable
with me leaving home at such a young age,” Jackie
states. “However, there was never a doubt that college
was my next step.”
Jackie chose to go to Longwood for a year where
she majored in music. During her time at Longwood,
Jackie was one of only nine Black students on campus.
“We were our own little group and really stuck together
because we were all we had. There were some students
and instructors that were really nice and some that
weren’t so nice,” Jackie states. “So we tended to stay
to ourselves. As far as having someone to mentor me
in my major, I did not have that.”
After completing her first year, Jackie transferred to
Winston-Salem State University (WSSU), an Historically
Black College/University (HBCU) located in WinstonSalem, N.C. Once there, she flourished in her academics
and made lifelong friendships. Jackie remembers, “As
soon as I hit Winston-Salem’s campus, I had juniors and
seniors mentoring [me] and giving advice in regards

“God just told me, ‘Why are
you looking for a job? You
have one.’”

to classes and professors. It was like family – very,
very supportive. I am still friends with some of those
people today! We keep up on social media and see
each other at homecoming and other alumni events.”

Upon graduation in 1975, Jackie returned to Prince
Edward County as a music teacher for one year but
decided teaching wasn’t for her. After leaving teaching,
she moved to Northern Virginia, where she returned
to school to prepare for another career. She took
accounting and business classes at George Mason
University, Northern Virginia Community College and
Howard University. With these courses, she eventually
landed a position with the United States General
Accounting Office in Washington, D.C. There she
evaluated the efficiency of government programs at
the request of members of Congress. “I saw that job
as a way to make life better for the people, especially
since my area was human resource programs.”
With the high crime rate in Washington at that time
and growing tired of office politics, she began to put
out feelers for jobs closer to Farmville. “That is when
God just told me, ‘Why are you looking for a job? You
have one.’” She knew then that she needed to move
back home to work with her aging father to learn the
funeral home business.
In July 1993, Jackie and her 4-year-old son, Warren,
moved to Farmville to work in the family business. This
meant going back to school at John Tyler Community
College to learn the trade and become a licensed

mortician, so this 39-year-old single parent headed
back to school. She graduated Summa Cum Laude in
1995 and became licensed in 1997, while working at
the funeral home under her father’s guidance.
The work was very rewarding. “Working under his
leadership made it more rewarding. He taught me
so many things, which brought our bond even closer,”
Jackie states. After her father’s death, Jackie soon took
on the responsibility of keeping her father’s business
going. “He had prepared me well enough to take over
this business, and I hope he is proud of me.”
Since her father’s passing in 2006, Jackie, her mother
and her son are continuing with the family legacy. With
her work ethic and skills, Jackie has the mindset of her
father. “I see my job here as my ministry.” When asked
what her father would think of the funeral home today,
Jackie responds, “I believe he would be very pleased
with everything that we’ve done with the business.
My dad was like a missionary. He kept the lights on
for people. It’s sort of a legacy that the funeral home
is a hub for the community. My son is a lot like his
grandfather in that way.”
After graduating from Bowie State University in
2012, with a degree in business management, Jackie’s
son, Warren Alexavier, returned to Farmville and now
works with his mother. Warren, his wife Shadra, and
their two daughters, Braelee and Marie, currently live
in Farmville. In 2017, he also graduated from John
Tyler Community College’s funeral service program.
His daughters are now growing up in the same funeral
home that he and their grandmother did. When Jackie
retires, Warren plans to carry on the legacy that she
and others before her created.

Top left: Beginning band practicing for graduation, R.R. Moton HS. Bottom left: Mr. & Mrs. John and Helen Dean, Jackie’s maternal grandparents from Buckingham, Va. Center: Warren Alfred Reid, 1960s plaintiff, businessman, “friend, mentor, financier, and sometimes bodyguard.”
Right: Jackie Reid, Senior Year, Prince Edward County High School cafeteria, Homecoming meeting.
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Joyce (Nash) Atkins
Eva (Allen) Bland
Floyd Bland
Joan (Johns) Cobb
James Ghee, Esq.
Deloris (Blanton) Hendricks
Rebecca (Blair) Kelly
Jacquelyn Reid
Jo (Dearing) Smith
Joy Cabarrus Speakes
Barbara (Hicks) Spring
Elzora Stiff
Reverend J. Samuel Williams Jr.
Aleija “Mickie” (Pride) Carrington for helping us connect with so many storytellers.
Rita (Odom) Moseley and Donna Browning,
who shared their interview experiences with this volume’s storytellers.
Photographers Sam Chase and Noel Preece for pitching in at the last minute.
Cameron Patterson, Executive Director,
Cainan Townsend, Director of Education and Outreach,
Leah Brown, Assistant Director of Education,
Staff and Volunteers of the Robert Russa Moton Museum,
Dr. Larissa Smith, Provost of Longwood University,
Thank you.

This magazine was produced by students in
Art 254: Color Photography,
English 400: Active Citizenship and
English 305: The Rhetoric of Apology
at Longwood University, Farmville, Virginia,
with Professors Larissa Smith, Heather Lettner-Rust, Jay Simple, Alex Grabiec;
and Robert Russa Moton Museum staff,
Cameron Patterson, Cainan Townsend, Leah Brown, and Sherré Atkins.
Copy Editor: Dr. Robin Smith
Design Editors: Angeli Leong, Lauren Quezada, and Sophia Tamilio.
Our Legacy: Stories from Prince Edward County, Virginia
was printed by PrintSource in Charlottesville, Va.
If you would like print copies, please contact: Sherré Atkins,
Guest Services Coordinator of the Robert Russa Moton Museum,
sherre.atkins@motonmuseum.org or 434.315.8775 (ext. 6)
The digital edition of this volume and our past three volumes,
10 Stories: Fifty Years Later; Their Voices, Our History;
All Eyes on Prince Edward County, are available at
https://motonmuseum.org/learn/magazine-project/.

For those who have passed and those who are present, those who
can’t tell their story or won’t, if you would like to tell your
story about your experiences during the strike or
the school closings, we are here to listen.
Please contact Sherré Atkins,
Guest Services Coordinator of the Robert Russa Moton Museum,
sherre.atkins@motonmuseum.org or 434.315.8775 (ext. 6).

